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Harry Vogel spoke about loons, the challenges they face, and the work that LPC does.   Harry is 
a biologist by training.   He and LPC build on the work of others, particularly biologist Judith 
McIntyre's pioneering work on loons beginning with her PhD in 1975.  She referred to loons and 
their calls as a symbol of wilderness.  Loons are impressive, large birds.  Harry presented what 
he called a “small female” in a display case.  Large loons might be twice the size of this female.  
Loons have distinctive calls, a blood red eye, and striking black and white plumage.  Loon voices 
are so distinctive that they have been called “a chorus from all the devils in hell.” People know 
loons, even if they don’t know other birds, making them a powerful focal point for preservation 
work.  Loons are often listed first in field guides that are displayed by age of the species.  Loon-
like birds are in the fossil record from 80 million years ago, and modern looking loons are in the 
fossil record from 22 million years ago.  New field guides put them in the middle of field guides 
to reflect modern findings that other birds are as old.   
 
Loons are efficient swimmers and divers, but can’t really walk.  On land, they can only push 
themselves along.  So loons nest very close to the water.  Humans conflict with loons because 
we also like and are active on the shoreline.  Loons have dense bones, more so than other flying 
birds.  Dense bones are good for diving because they are less buoyant, but not good for flying.  
Loons don’t use their wings under water, just their big webbed feet.  Small wings generate less 
drag in water.  Because of their small wings and heavy bodies (often weighing 16 pounds), loons 
have one of the highest wing loading of any flying bird, second only to swans in North America.  
Therefore loons need a long running start on the surface of water in order to take off.  Loons 
suffer from stranding in winter, when ice prevents loons from getting a running start in water.  
Loons have no teeth and a lightweight bill; that's good for flying, but loons can't chew food and 
must swallow their food whole.  To compensate for the lack of teeth, loons swallow pebbles 
along the shoreline to help grind and digest food in their stomachs.  That behavior works well 
to break down food.  However, that behavior causes loons to eat lead split shot sinkers.  
Typically the loon's prey is yellow perch ranging from 4-8 inches, but loons can eat larger fish.  
These larger fish may well have taken a lead laden fishing line, which slows down the fish and 
makes it easier prey for loons.  Fishermen might even catch loons on their hook and sinker.  
Lead split shot will kill a loon in 4-6 weeks.  That’s why it is so important to get rid of lead tackle.  
Harry displayed a small jar of 655 lead split shot; that small amount is enough to kill every loon 
in New Hampshire.  Lead fishing components can be easily replaced with alternatives made of 
tin, steel, bismuth, or rubber, none of which will cause problems for loons.   
 
The Loon Preservation Committee works to preserve loons and their habitats in New 
Hampshire through programs of monitoring, research, management, and public education.   
 



 Monitor – Counting loons can be both a measure of health of the species and success of 
preservation efforts.  Loon population tracking is the longest here in New Hampshire, 
longer than anywhere else in world.   

 

 Research on what is happening with the loon population – LPC bands loons with 
aluminum bands with serial numbers and also gives them colored bands to help identify 
an individual bird by band colors.  There is a lot we don't know about loons.  How long 
do they live? Perhaps 20-30 years.  Where do they go in winter? Migratory routes? 
There is a great deal of information about loons that is either unknown or based on 
limited information.   

 

 Management of population – LPC provides and floats nesting rafts.  These rafts are 5 by 
5 foot wooden platforms to provide an alternate nesting location.  LPC floated 85 last 
year.  One of every four chicks that hatched last year came from rafts.  LPC also provides 
signs to post around nesting sites to protect nests.  One of every two chicks that 
hatched last year came from protected nests.   

 

 Education – Educating people is a key factor in protecting loons.  Not a lot can be done 
once loons get hurt, so education is essential to minimize harm to loons.  LPC sees 
education as a way to build respect and increase protection of loons.   

 
Harry provided a hand out showing pictures of rafts and loons rescued from being stranded on 
the ice in winter. 
 
Winter rescues are an important activity of LPC.  Because loons are heavy birds, they need to 
run on the surface of water to take off.  They can’t do it on land or on ice because their large 
webbed feet are only effective in water.  As a result loons can get stranded in winter if don’t fly 
off soon enough before ice begins to form.  Further, loss of feathers from wings can prevent 
loons from taking off.  Loons can lose feathers from their wings scraping on ice or via molting.  
Warm weather late in the year may cause loons to stay longer and molt their feathers late, so 
their new feathers are not completely ready when they need to take off.  If loons are stranded 
on ice, they are easy targets for predators and can’t feed in water.  Every year LPC gets a couple 
reports of stranded loons, but this past year, many loons were stranded.  To rescue a stranded 
loon, John Cooley, a senior biologist from LPC wearing a yellow cold water immersion suit, 
positions himself on the ice by the open spot of water with a net to capture the loon from the 
ice or from the spot of water when it surfaces.  When rescued, LPC checks the loon and typically 
finds it to be very thin due to lack of feeding.  This past winter two loons had lead poisoning 
from eating a lead sinker or lead head jig.  Usually LPC cannot do much to help lead poisoned 
loons.  For the two loons rescued that had eaten lead, the poisoning was in the early stages, so 
LPC flushed both loons' stomachs with a hose and got the lead sinker and jig out.  One still died.  
LPC successfully used chelation on the other loon to remove lead from its blood, and that loon 
recovered and was released in the ocean.  The released loon was banded, so Harry hopes to 
learn what happened with it later.   
 



Over the 40-plus years of work at LPC, the loon population has tripled.  However, loons remain 
a threatened species in the state.  The challenges to the loon population grew from 2004-2008, 
with fewer chicks than year before and lower populations on the largest lakes.  LPC's loon 
recovery plans included putting out more than twice as many floating raft nests, protecting 
more than twice as many nests, and doing more than twice as much outreach education.  
Interest in loons goes well beyond NH.  Loons have wide public appeal.  They can be a focal 
point for public appeal on lead and mercury and climate change.  Harry emphasized that if we 
can save loons, then we can save many other species; If we can help loons, then we can help 
the people and the economy of New Hampshire.   
 
Harry handed out pamphlets, the LPC newsletter, and samples of non toxic, lead-safe jigs.   
 
Cyanobacteria and loons – LPC takes a small blood sample when they band loons.  They test the 
blood for the health of bird, including cyano toxins, mercury and lead.  There were some 
reports that cyanobacteria hurts the loon population, but those reports were premature.  It is 
not clear if cyanobacteria is a serious problem for loons.  However, we know that other factors 
are clearly killing loons – lead, mercury, temperature problems. 
 

(Many thanks to Eric Cohen for recording these notes.) 
 
 
 

Loon Preservation Committee  

At Work In Pictures 
 

 



 

Spring 2015 Volunteer Raft Building Day at LPC. 

 

 
 

Tyler Remick on his way to survey a lake for loons.   LPC staff surveyed 362 lakes in 2015. 

 

 

 
 

Tiffany Grade floats one of the 85 nesting rafts floated throughout the state in 2015. 



 

 
 

Ray Lewis floats a Loon Nesting Sign.   Signs like these protected 105  

nesting pairs of loons in 2015. 

 
 

John Cooley bands a loon to allow individual identification and tracking – one of 20 

loons banded in Year Six of the Loon Recovery Plan. 



 

 
 

Tori O’Toole centrifuges blood samples in the LPC laboratory from loons banded  

the previous night to test for contaminants and indicators of general health. 

 

 
 

Success!  An image from LPC’s 2015 Loon Nest Webcam showing the first of two loon 

chicks on its first swim. 

 



 
 

Ray Lewis giving a presentation, one of 113 given throughout the state in Year Six of the 

Loon Recovery Plan.   

 

 
 



Susie Burbidge rescues a loon on Little Sunapee Lake in 2015. 

 

 
 

John Cooley releases a rescued loon on Lee’s Mill Pond. 

 
 

Susie Burbidge updated and added new content to LPC’s website as well as  

recruiting new volunteers and maintaining contact with those volunteers and the  

public through e-newsletters and LPC’s Facebook Page. 

 



 
 

A plasmodium meront in the brain tissue of a New Hampshire loon.  This picture is the 

first evidence of a loon mortality from Avian Malaria anywhere in the northeast.   It was 

diagnosed through a partnership between LPC staff and collaborators formed as a result of the 

Loon Recovery Plan. 

 

 
 

LPC field staff entering a 40
th

 year of data into the world’s longest-running and most 

comprehensive loon database in the world. 

 



 
 

Yours truly giving a presentation on LPC’s work in 2015 at one of the potlucks given as a result 

of Susie’s work to recruit, coordinate, and thank LPC volunteers. 

 

 
 

John Cooley captures one of nine loons rescued from the ice in early 2016. 

 



 
 

Another loon saved as a result of volunteer networks, staff, and equipment made possible by the 

Loon Recovery Plan. 

 

 
 



Tiffany Grade, Linda Johnson and John Cooley band and sample blood from a rescued loon 

before transporting it to a wildlife rehabilitator. 

 

 
 

John preparing slides to look for blood parasites and assess health of rescued loons. 

 



 
 

 

A loon rescued from the ice on Lake Sunapee and nursed back to health is released to Penobscot  

Bay in Maine by wildlife rehabilitators from Avian Haven. 


